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in 2010 the Unicorn Theatre approached sir John Cass’s Foundation with a request to fund 
research into their schools’ programme. The Foundation is a significant funder of the arts and 
education, with a particular interest in furthering research and debate around best practice in 
education.

The Unicorn Theatre’s work with schools helps us to reach children who may not otherwise get 
the opportunity to access theatre, and to work with children from across London and beyond. 
We believe that by working closely with teachers we can make the most of these children’s 
experience of live theatre, and best support teachers in developing creative classroom activities 
in preparation for and response to their visit. We also aim to encourage teachers to continue to 
work in this way with other classes to enhance future theatre visits.

The InteraCT programme has been running successfully for some years. Encouraged by positive 
evaluations of the programme from schools, we wanted to look more closely at the connection 
between the stage and the classroom and to investigate the impact on the children’s development 
and learning. We also wanted to understand more about how teachers could use the experience 
to develop teaching and learning in the classroom. InteraCT is a programme that aims to immerse 
children in the play and give them the opportunity to explore the play actively, and to find  
personal and social connections. This study offered us the opportunity to find out when and 
how this can happen. 

The generous grant from sir John Cass’s Foundation enabled us to employ an independent 
researcher. Dr Charlotte Thompson was employed to follow the InteraCT programme over an 
academic year and conduct the investigation. The Unicorn Theatre was fortunate to have a 
highly experienced and esteemed interview panel for the post of researcher – our thanks to 
Helen nicholson (professor of Drama and Theatre at royal Holloway, University of London), 
nesta Jones (research, Dramaturgy and Text work at rose Bruford College) and richard Foley 
(sir John Cass’s Foundation).

particular thanks must go to nesta Jones and paul Freyer (research methods and Context at 
rose Bruford College) for the help they gave to Charlotte during the research, to Cecily o’neill 
whose guidance and support has been invaluable throughout and of course to sir John Cass’s 
Foundation for making this possible. 

Catherine greenwood

Learning & participation Director 
Unicorn Theatre

i am delighted to have been asked to write this foreword. 

sir John Cass’s Foundation is a leading independent City of London based charity. it takes its 
name from sir John Cass (1661-1718), who was a City of London politician and philanthropist. 

The Foundation is well acquainted with the educational programmes that the Unicorn Theatre 
undertakes and very much supports its vision to be at the heart of theatre for children and 
young people in the United Kingdom - a national beacon of professional quality theatre for, 
with, and by children aged 6 months to 18 years.    

i am very pleased to say that the Foundation was one of the very first charities to support the 
Unicorn Theatre’s capital appeal in 2001. it has in fact, a long record of supporting projects at 
the Unicorn stretching back a number of decades, including those involving students with  
special educational needs.

The Foundation and the Unicorn Theatre commissioned this research in 2010 entitled Capturing 
imaginations, as it felt that as an organisation which receives a plethora of applications from 
theatres and arts organisations seeking financial support for their educational programmes, it 
should not simply assume that students from inner city schools would benefit from a visit to the 
theatre. a more professional approach needed to be employed where a project’s anticipated 
outputs and outcomes are clearly identified at the commencement and evaluation and research 
that is undertaken seeks to not only garner and analyse information but to establish what has 
been learnt by all concerned. given the fragmented nature of the work undertaken in this field, 
the findings and recommendations should be widely disseminated in order to enable all those 
involved in arts education to benefit. 

This research has been careful not to seek to establish causal links between events, but has 
genuinely sought to identify the tangible benefits to children’s learning involved in the InteraCT 
programme and the impact on participating teachers and their classroom practice. i commend 
this well written report to the government, professionals and all interested parties which has 
taken one year to compile and i am very grateful indeed to Tony graham, the former artistic 
Director and Catherine greenwood, the Learning and participation Director and the whole team 
at the Unicorn, as well as to my colleagues at the Foundation, Dr ray Ellis and richard Foley, the 
Chairman of the grants Committee and Deputy Chief Executive respectively for all their hard 
work and dedication in establishing, contributing towards and managing this research project. 
The Foundation looks forward to working in partnership and collaboration with purni morell, 
the Unicorn’s new artistic Director in the future.

i am confident this report will provide invaluable data from which to inform the national debate 
on cultural entitlement for children and places the Unicorn in a strategic role in the national 
discussion around theatre for the young and arts education for all.

Kevin Everett

Treasurer and Chairman  
sir John Cass’s Foundation 

Foreword

From Sir John Cass’s Foundation From Unicorn Theatre
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Section one: 
introduction

1 AimS & context

This study was conceived as an investigation into the Unicorn Theatre’s particular way of 
working in close partnership with schools. The research focuses on the Unicorn’s InteraCT 
programme during the academic year 2010-11, aiming to discover what impact this intensive 
method can have on children’s learning and to make these findings available for wider  
dissemination throughout the Theatre and Education sectors. in particular this study looks  
at InteraCT’s impact on children’s experience of theatre, on children’s learning and the growth 
and development of the teachers themselves.

Key queStionS:

 • Does this way of working enable children to access and deepen their experience 
  of live theatre?

 • What particular forms of learning and engagement can it encourage?

 • How can teachers develop their confidence and skills to use theatre and drama in  
  the classroom and as a stimulus for further learning?

This study was commissioned in 2010 by sir John Cass’s Foundation and the Unicorn Theatre, 
led by the then artistic Director, Tony graham. sir John Cass’s Foundation is a key funder of arts 
and educational organisations and projects and has had a commitment to developing research 
and furthering debate around best practice in education for many years. 

Tony graham led the theatre from 1997 to 2011, and, under his leadership, education has  
been at the heart of the Unicorn’s vision. The Unicorn has a reputation for creating high-quality 
theatre that resonates with children, and invites them to access and explore the world through 
the experience. The InteraCT programme is an example of this vision in practice.

This research comes at a time when arts organisations are being asked to clearly articulate  
the value of what they do. Whilst the recognised contribution of our creative industries to the 
economy can be measured, what is more difficult is putting a value on the experience of engaging 
with the arts, and articulating the value of a complex experience like the visit to the theatre. 

schools and teachers are under pressure to perform against standardised testing and,  
with limited resources, need to be confident of the value of any activity to which they  
commit time and funds within a highly pressurised academic year. While the value of  
learning outside the classroom and in partnership with arts and cultural organisations has  
been recognised and documented over recent years, often experiences such as a theatre visit 
can still be viewed as a ‘treat’ or an extra. The InteraCT programme and this research aims to 
demonstrate the value of the theatre visit as an integral part of children’s education without 
compromising the experience of watching a play by making it serve purely instrumental  
learning objectives.

2 project proFile 

InteraCT was launched at the Unicorn in 2008 as arts partner schools, supported for a 
two-year pilot period by aldgate & allhallows Barking Exhibition Foundation. The pilot  
explored a new and collaborative way for the Unicorn Theatre to develop relationships with 
primary schools in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets and to enhance curriculum learning 
through the arts. 

since then, the renamed InteraCT project has expanded to work with over twenty-five 
primary and secondary schools throughout Tower Hamlets, southwark and neighbouring  
London boroughs.

InteraCT 2010-11 linked the Unicorn with schools with which it had not previously worked; 
schools which have clear indicators of disadvantage, such as a significant percentage of children 
eligible for free school meals, with special Educational needs (sEn) or with English as an  
additional Language (EaL). For many pupils their Unicorn experience has been their first visit to 
a piece of live theatre. The aim is to support children and teachers in making this first visit and 
to develop teachers’ ability to use the theatre as a stimulus for classroom work to support  
children’s achievement within The national Curriculum. 

The key elements of the Unicorn’s InteraCT programme are:

 • The theatre experience (usually two production visits per year)

 • offering Continuing professional Development sessions (CpD) to teachers

 • providing resources for teachers, which deepen and extend the theatre experience  
   and creating links to other curriculum areas 

 • schools-based workshops which involve teachers and children
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at the heart of the InteraCT programme lies 
the children’s visit to the Unicorn Theatre 
itself; the experience of the play they see  
provides a central focus around which the other 
elements in the programme are clustered. 
Teachers from selected schools work closely 
with the Unicorn; they are given access to 
resources developed to amplify the play their 
class will see, they attend a CpD session in 
relation to that production, and also receive 
pre- or post-show workshops with Unicorn 
facilitators. These elements work as a package 
that encourages teachers to extend the  
Unicorn’s way of working beyond the theatre 
visit and into their own classroom practice 
across the curriculum.

The InteraCT approach draws on Drama in 
Education and Process Drama Theory - 
pioneered by Dorothy Heathcote and gavin 
Bolton from the 1970s to the present day, and 
developed by Cecily o’neill, who has been 
closely associated with the Unicorn Theatre 
for many years. process Drama promotes the 
use of drama for learning; providing dramatic 
contexts where children are able to think, feel 
and take action from inside the situation. in 
each area of the work the focus is on exploring 
characters, events, themes and dilemmas in 
ways that lead to finding a personal point of 
connection to, and resonance with, the play.  

Where the Process Drama approach of the 
Unicorn differs is in the periods given to  
external reflection. Within the boundaries of the 
improvised context, children are given control 
over what is created, generating their own 
responses, and thus retaining a strong sense 
of ownership over the activity. 

This is guided by challenges from the teacher, 
often also working in-role, in order to challenge 
the class to go beyond typical or stereotypical 
perspectives, and so expand on a scene in 
order to take into account, fresh positions and 
analysis. 

in the InteraCT approach, work is framed by 
both the educational context within which 
theatre for young audiences is situated and 
the Unicorn Theatre’s artistic aim of creating 
quality theatre for, with and by children. The 
programme is underpinned by a belief that 
engagement with the play is enriched if the 
audience is able to take on creative, imaginative  
and emotional ownership of the performance.

in all aspects of InteraCT - teacher resources, 
CpD and Unicorn-led school-based workshops 
- there is an emphasis on creating a rich variety 
of encounters with the play through a coherent 
sequence of activities that deepen understanding 
and response. The work includes a range of drama 
and theatre conventions, writing, research, 
reading, speaking and listening and reflection 
in and out of role, where participants are 
encouraged to offer their own ideas and 
responses to both the form and the content of 
the work. preparing for the visit to the theatre 
through an approach that uses the play as, 
in Cecily o’neill’s term, a ‘pre-text’, creates 
opportunities for students and their teachers 
to engage with the world of the play and to 
invest it with their own imaginative responses.  

research focused on the six schools involved 
in the InteraCT partnership in 2010-11:

 
Blue Gate Fields Junior School, 
London Borough of Tower Hamlets

John Donne Primary School, 
London Borough of southwark

Deansfield Primary School, 
London Borough of greenwich

Charles Dickens Primary School, 
London Borough of southwark 

Holmleigh Primary School, 
London Borough of Hackney

St John’s Roman Catholic Primary School, 
London Borough of southwark 

of these six schools, five have an above-average, 
high or very high proportion of pupils receiving 
free school meals; three have a high or higher 
than average proportion of children with 
learning difficulties and two of the six schools 
have a majority of pupils speaking English as 
an additional language.

participating schools were involved with InteraCT 
for the duration of the academic year, working 
with Key stages 1 and 2. Each school was  
offered tickets to two Unicorn productions, 
accompanied by a Continuing professional 
Development (CpD) workshop day for teachers 
utilising the Unicorn’s resorces for the play. in 
addition to this the schools had a school-based  
drama workshop to accompany both productions. 
These were led either by actors from the  
Unicorn ensemble or by workshop leaders from 
the Unicorn’s Learning and participation Team. 

The schools engaged in the InteraCT partnership
in different ways. in all but one case, schools 
chose to take different year groups to the 
two different productions which meant that 
different teachers attended each of the CpD 
days. one school, however, chose to focus on 
one year group, with the same three teachers 
attending all of the CpD workshop days. This 
school, Deansfield primary, was chosen for 
particular focus during the research process, 
as the consistent involvement of the same  
pupils allowed for observations over the 
course of the project.

as part of the InteraCT programme, all schools 
committed to the attendance of at least one 
teacher to both CpD sessions relating to the 
chosen productions. overall, there was good  
attendance with one or more - and in some 
cases several - members of staff from each 
participating school attending the relevant CpD 
days (which also included other interested 
teachers). only on one occasion was a school 
unrepresented and, although no reasons were 
given, this may be explained by particular 
pressures on the school at the time. in total 
twenty teachers and two teaching assistants 
from the six InteraCT schools attended one or 
more of the CpD days. This attendance record 
may be taken as testament to the perceived 
worth of such sessions amongst teachers.

3 the unicorn ApproAch 4 pArticipAtion in InterAct
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‘Children are actively involved – increasing  
concentration and motivation.’
Anonymous teacher, post-project questionnaire
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This study used the following methods to assess the impact of InteraCT on children’s learning 
and engagement and on teachers’ attitude and practice:

Section two: 
the reSeArch 

This targeted study by Dr Charlotte Thompson set out to investigate the impact of the InteraCT 
programme on children’s learning and engagement, making use of teachers’ expertise and their 
ability to assess the progress of their pupils. it also set out to assess the impact of the project on 
teachers’ attitudes and confidence with an emphasis on their understanding of how the theatre 
visit could be integrated into curriculum priorities and the educational benefits that arose as a 
consequence. 

a variety of methods was used to collect data from teachers - including interviews with  
individuals and focus groups, questionnaires and observation surveys. The data collected  
from teachers was cross-referenced with data obtained by observing the children in  
other ways, including samples of classroom work, and what emerged in conversations about 
the Unicorn workshops and the theatre visit. 

The validity of interpretations was strengthened by the use of different methods of quantitative 
data collection. although it was beyond the scope of this study to assess a control group of 
children in schools who were not involved in the InteraCT partnership with the Unicorn, such an 
approach is recognised as possible ground for future study. 

1 The focus group comprised eight children chosen by teachers as representative of a range of experiences and 
levels. There were three focus groups and six children took part in each focus group. Focus groups took place prior to 
the project (Focus group 1, 11th november 2010), at the mid point of the project (Focus group 2, 15th march 2011) 
and after the project was complete (Focus group 3, 7th June 2011). in Focus group 1 and 3 the children were the 
same. in Focus group 2, two of the children were different due to the original children having missed the theatre visit 
or being absent from school.

1 methodology

observation (during workshops) 

 Teachers were asked to observe children’s learning and engagement during  
 all Unicorn-led workshops, loosely guided by a written survey.

 a researcher observed the children’s learning and engagement during the   
 same workshops. 

interviews (formal and informal)

 Focus group1 interviews with children most heavily immersed in InteraCT 
 (Deansfield primary).

 Focus group interviews with teachers most heavily immersed in InteraCT 
 (Deansfield primary).

 Whole class discussions with children from selected schools at the end of  
 the project (recorded).

 Teacher interviews after workshops (recorded).

 Teachers’ feedback workshop for all schools at the Unicorn Theatre (recorded).

questionnaires

 Questionnaires were distributed to all teachers involved in all elements of   
 InteraCT prior to the start of their involvement, at the midpoint of the project   
 and again after  completion of the project.

Samples of children’s work

 Examples of children’s written work and art work were collected at the end  
 of the project.  These were used as an impetus for teacher interviews.

Child’s written work inspired by the Unicorn’s The Three Musketeers production, Deansfield 
primary Year 4.



an increased understanding

engaging more

using their imagination and emotional intelligence

extending their vocabulary
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3 SummAry oF Key FindingS 

Highly able to access, discuss and comment on live theatre

Children demonstrated an understanding of the plays they saw, and were 
given opportunities to explore ideas arising from the story and themes  
of the plays. They became more confident audience members and spoke  
with authority and enthusiasm about the productions. Children showed  
an increased understanding of theatrical representation and the technical 
requirements of live theatre. 

Positive impact on children’s learning and engagement 

Children were engaged in work relating to the theatre visit and became 
deeply immersed in the world of the play and the learning taking place in 
that context. When observing Unicorn workshops in their schools, 89%  
of teachers noticed one or more of the three children upon whom they 
were focussed engaging more than the teacher would normally 
have expected. When asked about the class as a whole, 66% of teachers 
believed the class engaged more than they would usually expect. These 
findings were further substantiated by interviews with teachers about 
their experience of the whole programme, by children’s work and by  
researcher observation.

Improved writing ability

There was an improvement in the quality and extent of the children’s  
writing. They made links and inferences in their writing, using their 
imagination and emotional intelligence to creative literary effect. 
Unprompted, 17% of teachers commented on the impact on children’s  
writing. When prompted in interviews and questionnaires, many more 
teachers commented on the impact of the programme on writing done  
in class, and were able to point to specific examples from the children’s  
own writing.

Speaking and listening skills improved

some children showed evidence of extending their vocabulary and were 
more willing to volunteer contributions and listen to others. after observing 
Unicorn workshops, teachers commented on an improved use of language 
and improved language register, and this point was further underlined by 
comments in questionnaires and interviews.

Improvement among “under-achievers”

in a number of schools, teachers commented on improved writing, speaking 
and listening among pupils normally considered to be under-achieving.  
This teacher-defined group included those with English as an additional 
Language (EaL) and under-achieving boys (a traditionally hard-to-reach 
group).

Retained ideas and themes

months after their classes attended the plays, teachers noted children were 
able to recall a high level of detail about the play they had seen and the 
work done in relation to it. They continued to be able to discuss the social 
and emotional themes of the work in detail, demonstrating a surprisingly 
high degree of retention.

Overall, teachers commented on clear improvements in children’s engagement,  
confidence and level of work throughout their involvement with InterACT.

The study also found evidence of positive impact on the teachers themselves, including:

Increased confidence among teachers to use theatre and drama activities in the classroom.

Teachers found that being encouraged to use the teachers’ resources and experiencing the  
exercises for themselves through active involvement in CpD sessions contributed directly to 
their confidence and ability to use these techniques and ideas in the classroom. 

Positive impact on the use of theatre and drama activities in classroom practice,  
particularly around the theatre visit.

Teachers gained much benefit from the Unicorn’s resource packs, and applied learning taken 
from their experience of InteraCT in their classroom practice. They showed evidence of 
increasing the activities they used in class relating to the theatre visit, and several teachers 
showed evidence that ideas from InteraCT were carried through to other curriculum areas 
in their planning.
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Question:  How do you think Milady feels?

Child A:  Guilty

Child B:  She says she’s innocent when    
 she’s not, so she feels…

Child C: She feels really bad that she lied

Child B:  So she feels that she – she has that  
 feeling you get, when you really  
 want to hurt somebody and you do   
it, then you lie about it.

Year 4 Focus Group, Deansfield Primary, discussing The Three Musketeers



stimulate active learning
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Section three:  
InterAct content And impAct

This section gives a detailed account of the content of the InteraCT programme. it highlights 
areas of particular impact on teachers’ classroom practice and upon children’s learning. The  
section then moves on to extract general trends that emerge from talking to teachers and  
to children, and from examination of the children’s work.

1 InterAct 2010-11: project content

The plays

The InteraCT programme 2010-11 included three newly-commissioned Unicorn productions 
for participating schools to select from: The Garbage King, Beauty and the Beast and The Three 
Muskeeters. The fourth option was a storytelling season programmed by Ben Haggerty from the 
Crick Crack Club. This study focused on the three Unicorn productions.

The Garbage King was a version of Elizabeth Laird’s novel 
adapted for stage by oladipo agboluaje. it ran at the 
Unicorn Theatre from 25th september to 31st october 
2010. set in Ethiopia, the play tells the story of Dani and 
mamo, two children from very different backgrounds 
who are new to life on the streets.

Beauty and the Beast ran at the Unicorn from 4th December 
2010 to 23rd January 2011. in this new adaptation by 
phil porter, Belle is a feisty and angry tomboy, who likes 
gardening, loves her father and argues with her sister. 
The Beast also struggles with his anger, and lives in a 
ramshackle castle with two strange but protective  
members of his staff, mrs Careworn and mr Beleaguer.

The Three Musketeers by alexandre Dumas, in a new 
adaptation by Carl miller, ran at the Unicorn from 2nd 
april to 8th may 2011. it was a highly theatrical, dynamic 
and complex piece of physical children’s theatre, with 
multiple characters played by the Ensemble of six actors.

in preparation for their pupils’ visit to the play, 
teachers attended a Continuing professional 
Development (CpD) session at the Unicorn. 
The CpD session aimed to develop teachers’ 
understanding of how drama strategies and the 
world of the play could be used in the classroom 
to stimulate active learning. Facilitators 
aimed to make clear that this approach could 
be transferred to other curriculum areas.  
transferred to other curriculum areas. Teachers 
practiced some of the approaches that the 
CpD facilitators were encouraging them to 
undertake with their students. at the end of 
the day the teachers took away a detailed 
resource pack that described each of the  
activities ready for them to try with their 
classes. Each included online research,  
geography, iTC, art and Literacy activities,  
all of which contributed to developing a  
connection with the world of the plays.

The Garbage King CpD and resources were 
constructed in a way that developed children’s 
knowledge and understanding of the reality of 
children living on the streets of addis ababa. 
The drama work built belief in the world of the 
play by imagining and stepping into the lives 
of street children as well as exploring the  
perspectives of tourists visiting Ethiopia 
through extended in-role work. Carefully-
prepared resources helped to build belief in 
the imagined world. in the first activity the 
teachers, and later the children, worked in role 
as tourists waking on their first day in addis 
ababa opened the blinds in their hotel room. 
Carefully-prepared resources helped to bring 
to life the imagined world. in the first activ-
ity the teachers and children worked in-role 
as tourists waking on their first day in addis 
ababa, opening the blinds of their hotel room. 
a series of photographs on the interactive 
White Board showed the view from their hotel 
window.

Beauty and the Beast CpD and teacher resources 
created moments of drama referred to in the 
play but not dramatised in the production. 
This allowed the teachers and children to  
imagine and create moments of action that 
are part of the story, extending their imaginative 
engagement and deepening their investment 
in the play when they come to see it. The drama 
sequence focussed on what happened in the 
lead up to the prince’s transformation into a 
beast. The teachers worked in-role as the  
prince as a child and then a young man, and 
as longstanding members of the household 
around him, mrs Careworn and mr Beleaguer, 
to explore his emotions, grief, anger, frustration, 
depression, isolation and the impact of his 
behaviour on those around him. Teachers 
worked in small groups to improvise and  
develop a moment of dramatic tension  
demonstrating the moment of the young 
man’s downfall.

The Three Musketeers CpD and resources 
offered an in-depth sequence designed to 
explore what happened before the beginning 
of the play. The CpD sequence looked at 
D’artagnan’s dreams of becoming a musketeer 
and his life in gascony before he left home to 
travel to paris. The suggested activities explored  
the friendship between D’artagnan’s father 
and de Tréville, now captain of the musketeers, 
and created the adventures they had when 
they were young. The sequence culminated  
in a drama where D’artagnan is trying to  
persuade his reluctant father to agree to write 
a letter of recommendation to his old friend 
De Tréville. 

continuing professional development and teacher resources



The workshop for 
teachers was  
definitely a highlight

extending their experience of the theatre visit
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School-based workshops

The Garbage King workshop put the children in role as street children as a way of reflecting 
upon and extending their experience of the theatre visit. The drama picked up on what hap-
pened at the end of the play when Dani, the boy from a wealthy background,  
returned home and left his friends on the streets. Towards the end of the workshop, pupils,  
in-role as street children, were interviewed by a facilitator in-role as a radio journalist. Here the 
children explored the perspective of children who have nothing and how they might interact  
with a journalist, what they would want to tell the world about life on the streets of addis 
ababa. in this workshop they interacted with three of the actors from the play who played  
the roles of their characters: the children who had been left behind when Dani left. 

Beauty and the Beast marked the only pre-show workshop of InteraCT. in this workshop, 
children worked in role as new employees, gardeners, maintenance staff, cooks, and cleaners 
to the master of a castle. They were guided through induction and training in the castle by 
Unicorn facilitators working in role as characters from the play, mrs Careworn the Housekeeper 
and mr Beleaguer the Butler. in role as the new staff the children undertook a number of tasks 
that helped build their role and belief in the imagined context. as the drama developed they 
became increasingly aware that the master of the castle, who they were never to see, behaved 
strangely and that previous staff had left rather hurriedly. They also responded in-role to  
mrs Careworn’s need for the Castle to be welcoming to potential visitors. 

The Three Musketeers workshop saw the children in role as filmmakers putting together a trailer 
to advertise the play. The drama gave the children the opportunity to reflect and shape their 
responses to the play. in teams, they chose key scenes, action, dialogue, voice over and music 
that they thought would best convey the production they had seen. at the end of the workshop 
the teams performed their trailers for each other.  

The CpD sessions were devised and led by 
Learning and participation associate, susanna 
steele and Learning and participation Director,  
Catherine greenwood. The CpD workshop 
engaged teachers in an exploration of the 
Unicorn resources that they could then use 
with their class. 

post-project questionnaires comprised 
three sections: two of which aimed to gauge 
changes in confidence, attitude and classroom 
practice between the start and end points of 
the project; the final section asked more open 
questions about the CpD and the impact  
classroom activities had on the children’s 
learning. 

Teachers commented on how important par-
ticipation in CpDs had been in terms of their 
confidence in using drama activities and their 
understanding of how to use and structure 
drama in the classroom. other teachers  
commented that the InteraCT programme 
gave ‘confidence in teaching and using drama 
techniques in all curriculum areas’ – ‘ ideas 
of how to incorporate drama meaningfully 
across the curriculum’. one teacher wrote: 

‘The workshop for teachers was definitely a 
highlight and was inspiring. it provoked 
enthusiasm for working on the drama tasks 
with more confidence and this in turn  
impacted on the writing pupils did.’

The emphasis on the direct impact of the  
CpD workshop on teachers’ increased  
confidence and enthusiasm and the consequent 
impact on the pupils’ work is an important 
one. acknowledgement of teachers’ increased 
confidence, ability and understanding of how

drama and theatre techniques may be used 
was repeated in recorded interviews and focus 
groups. 

 
Teachers also commented on how the activities 
in the resource packs could be mapped onto 
the curriculum. For example, three teachers  
mentioned linking the work to other curriculum 
areas such as ‘geography of France, art, maths, 
French language, drama activities from packs, 
written tasks’ as part of work on The Three 
Musketeers. 

another significant outcome was that teachers 
placed particular emphasis on the importance 
of experiential learning during CpD workshops. 
When asked which elements of the InteraCT 
programme they could identify as having 
helped to develop their work in the classroom 
one teacher in particular commented: 

‘For me it was actually doing the CpD. i noticed 
the difference, in parallel with another teacher 
because she hadn’t been on the CpD. i showed 
her the resources and i went through it with 
her. i think my children got more out of it than 
hers did. it really showed up the value to me, 
and she’d be the first to agree with that.’

such conversations highlight the importance of  
the partnership with the Unicorn in developing 
teachers’ confidence and understanding 
through CpD sessions. Teachers also suggested 
their understanding was further developed 
through watching the Unicorn school-based 
workshop with their class.

cpd: impact on teachers and their classroom practice



 sense of ownership

A celebration of a shared experience

20 21

Teachers were much more likely to use Unicorn 
resource packs once they had been to a CpD 
session. When asked to what extent they used 
the resource pack for The Three Musketeers,
teachers at Deansfield responded that they  
‘used it a lot’ and selected ‘the bits we really
needed’ and that ‘it was only time that would 
stop us using it all’. When asked how this  
compared to how they would have used 
resources before they became involved in 
InteraCT, the teachers commented that they 
would probably not have used them at all: 

‘no, i wouldn’t have gone on the website and 
found them independently even if i was going 
to see a show.’

Teachers from Deansfield had also used 
and adapted ideas and techniques learned 
through the InteraCT programme in other 
class projects and curriculum areas: 

‘We’ve used them (the approaches) with other 
texts... another book that we’re doing at the 
moment. We used elements of the drama in 
terms of getting into the context of the book, 
mapped by what we’d been taught. so we’ve 
made links and i think the CpD had a long 
term impact on how we use drama to actually 
support writing.’

When teachers were asked in the post-show 
questionnaires about the effect the pre- and  
post- show activities had had on the way the 
children responded to and engaged with the 
play, there was a clear emphasis on access  
and the children’s sense of ownership. 

one deputy head teacher said:

‘all the pupils regardless of ability/levels of 
English, were able to access the play and 
understand quite challenging issues. it gave 
them more sense of ownership when they 
recognized bits e.g. the graveyard scene.’

 

Here, the teacher is referring to pre-show 
activities for The Garbage King, concentrating 
on events leading up to the start of the play 
when the two central characters meet in a 
graveyard. 

another teacher commented on the difference 
she had observed between two classes where 
only one class had participated in pre-show 
activities.:

‘These pupils gained much more out of the 
show because they had some familiarity with  
characters and events and could therefore 
concentrate attention on the music and action,  
for example, during the show.’

in terms of the post-show activities, teachers 
had seen: ‘A celebration of a shared 
experience. [pupils were] able to discuss the 
play/ actions/characters at a high level.’  There 
was also a noticeable effect on motivation 
and engagement: ‘post-performance – [pupils 
were] very keen to follow up with written work 
and take on roles.’ Both pre- and post-show 
activities were seen to have ‘extended learning;  
deepened understanding and increased  
motivation.’

overall, teachers’ responses in the post-show 
questionnaires were fuller and contained 
more enthusiastic responses than the pre-
project ones. The follow-up questionnaires 
showed an increased complexity of response, 
pointing to a deepened understanding of how 
children’s learning and engagement may be 
enhanced by the theatre visit. From common 
initial responses in the baseline questionnaires  
pointed towards how drama can ‘help improve 
speaking and listening skills’, ‘bring a text 
alive’ and ‘improve confidence.’ There was an 
increased number of responses reporting the 
importance of the theatre visit and drama 
activities in engaging and enthusing children; 
as a precursor to learning, in deepening and 
extending their thinking, in making concepts 
meaningful to them, and in improving the 
quality of written work.

The impact on teachers, then, of experiencing  
the CpD workshop, and the effects of their 
work in class around the theatre visit, seems 
overwhelmingly positive in the qualitative 
feedback. The questionnaires also revealed, 
however, that less work was done around 
Beauty and the Beast in schools in general. 
Teachers attributed this to the timing of the 
production around Christmas: a busy time  
of the school year when little attention could 
be given to work around the show. Teachers  
suggested that the Unicorn focus their  
engagement with teachers and schools 
around shows early in the school year and 
early in the summer term. 

Using InterACT resources in the classroom  

Child, Deansfield primary Year 4, writing in character as d’artagnan’s father



there was definitely deeper thinking

focused the entire time
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The Unicorn delivered one-off school-based 
workshops with children from each of the  
InteraCT schools. it was ensured that each 
class who had been to see a show at the  
Unicorn took part in a workshop.

Teachers were asked to take a back seat during 
the workshop and to observe their class. They 
were given a survey to complete, and were 
asked to choose three children on whom to  
focus their observations. several teachers 
noted the luxury of being able to watch the 
whole class, and noticed ways in which  
particular children were engaging which were 
surprising and which made them think of that 
child differently in some way. This may be seen in 
this example from a teacher at Charles Dickens 
primary school who observed her class during 
the workshop on Beauty and the Beast: 

‘i felt that today i saw a different side to her 
that’s made me think “hmmm, maybe it could 
be the style of teaching that she doesn’t really 
respond to so i’m not getting so much from 
her” but i felt there was a lot more – i saw 
more from [girl a] today than i’ve seen  
previously.’

This time for teachers to observe and reflect on 
the way their class was learning and engaging 
was built into the InteraCT project as part of 
the research. one unforeseen outcome was 
the appreciation of teachers for the time to  
do this, and the feeling that they had gained 
insight not only into individual children, but 
also into the potential for using drama and 
theatre in the classroom. Their comments 
frequently contained expressions of surprise 
and interest in terms of how the class had 
responded.

many teachers commented on the level of 
engagement within the class but teachers also 
focused on individual children and noted their 
response to the workshop. 

‘[Child B] was focused the entire time we 
were in there, which was a long time for him  
whereas in class he’ll probably be engaged  
for the first twenty minutes and then that’s it, 
he’s had it.’

This comment is one that was repeated by 
other teachers, with regard to different pupils 
and in other workshops. There were also  
comments about how working in role specifically 
fostered enhanced engagement, by freeing 
pupils from habitual roles they played in the 
classroom. one teacher, for example, noted 
a child who was frequently socially excluded 
making brave, and rare, attempts to contribute 
and suggested that being in-role gave the 
child ‘an opportunity not to be yourself, to be 
somebody different, in with those children  
that in class you don’t normally have any kind 
of authority with.‘

at st John’s primary school the class teacher 
noticed one child, who had only recently arrived 
in the school, showing increased confidence 
during The Garbage King workshop: 

‘(it’s) the first time that i really saw her... it’s 
the first time i’ve actually heard her speak as 
loudly as she did. she spoke very quietly but 
to me that was actually loud for her... when 
it was improvisation time, she just was quite 
confident, she kind of played the role...’

at Deansfield primary school, the class teacher 
was struck by the particular engagement  
of the boys in his class during The Three
 Musketeers workshop: 

‘Boys like H and L who wouldn’t tend to get 
quite so in-depth with the characters and the 
thing that H said, something that i thought 
was great, “he destroys the things that he 
loves”. i think it was wonderful that he picked 
up on that and how empathetic they were. ‘

it is perhaps the experience of the theatre visit 
that enables children to access and engage 
with the post-show workshops and display 
their engagement in different ways.

another significant area of comment was the 
quality and/or quantity of work produced 
in a relatively short time. The deputy head 
at Deansfield school was particularly struck 
by several children’s work during The Three 
Musketeers workshop. one child who rarely 
contributes in class was observed ‘sustaining 
two or three or four sentences worth of  
conversation’ and a child with speech and 
language difficulties showed a fluency and 
focus not seen in the classroom:

‘i noticed, when he was talking it was on task, 
he was talking about the musketeers and he 
seemed clearer, he just seemed clearer, and it 
all seemed to make more sense. He was  
deeply immersed in what he was talking 
about.’

ann from Blue gate Fields primary school also 
gave concrete examples of children working at 
an unexpectedly higher level: 

‘i was observing one particular girl... who 
is generally is a less able pupil. But i found 

that she really engaged in this work, i was 
quite surprised... when you asked about their 
responses to the play she used an amazing 
word, ‘mesmerizing’, and i was absolutely 
astonished by that.’

The deputy head teacher at Holmleigh primary  
school observed similar responses when the 
children were working in-role during a The 
Garbage King workshop: ‘i think there was 
definitely deeper thinking about other 
children in other social situations.’ These 
insights had proved difficult for children at 
first, due to the particular difficulty of asking 
children to relate to those they initially  
considered ‘hobos’. This shift in perception  
was also noted at Blue gate Fields where ‘a lot 
of the children laughed at the idea of children 
sleeping out on the streets, but gradually 
through the work they came more and more 
to understand that it is actually a reality.’ 

several teachers also highlighted how working  
in-role deepened complex thinking, particularly 
in children they might not normally have 
expected to be able to engage at this level. 
at one school where 70% of children in the 
class involved in InteraCT spoke English as an 
additional language and 50% were identified 
as having special Educational needs, the class 
teacher commented that: 

‘normally they’re that much slower at doing 
things but because of the drama input they 
were doing it really quickly, it was thoroughly 
amazing... it was totally unexpected... (Child n) 
was actually in there and one of the best  
performers... and the other children were 
looking to him for a change rather than him 
copying them.’

School-Based Workshops



something that’s really motivating

the power of drama

produces good work
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one of the teachers at Blue gate Fields noted 
how this was particularly relevant for children 
who struggle with reading and writing and, 
during The Three Musketeers workshop she 
observed: 

‘Higher-level thinking coming from children 
who might not be able to access it written 
down so well as other children, but because 
it was presented to them in a different way it 
gave them a chance to think about those sorts 
of ideas that maybe they’re not able to read 
for themselves.’

many teachers commented on the motivation 
and enthusiasm and indeed, sheer enjoyment, 
they witnessed during workshops, as well as 
during the children’s engagement with the show  
and with related activities from the resources.  
alice, from Blue gate Fields, underlines the 
importance of this in motivating high quality 
work: 

‘i think because they enjoyed seeing the play 
at the theatre so much they enthused about 
it and obviously that really was meaningful 
for them because i was impressed... by how 
much they could remember about the story... 
it shows that starting with something that’s 
really motivating produces good work and 
keeps them on board.’

Whilst there may be something inherent in 
the experience of watching live theatre that 
encourages children to relate in this way, it is 
also a staple part of the Unicorn’s education 
work, and opportunities for children to link 
their own understandings to the world of the 

play are built in to workshops and resources.  
in terms of the InteraCT project, teachers were 
also encouraged to work in this way and the 
st John’s class teacher had done much of the 
work from The Garbage King resources with 
the children, including imagining their past 
lives and some in-depth writing-in-role work. 
Even so, listening to the whole group discussion 
during the post-show workshops she was 
surprised by the level of detail recalled and 
the emotional insights into characters. she 
attributed this to the way the InteraCT project 
merges the world of the play, through the  
resources and the school-based workshop, 
with the production: 

‘That’s the power that live theatre plus a  
workshop’s going to give you, isn’t it? more 
than just reading the book or even just 
coming to the theatre without a workshop... 
the power of drama.’

The juncture between theatre performance 
and drama work is one which the Unicorn are  
keen to access in their workshops, following 
the emphasis on in-role work of Dorothy 
Heathcote and Cecily o’neill. By using the 
theatre event as ‘pre-text’ or a frame for such 
work, they have further brought drama  
workshops with children into the realm of 
theatre, and enabled children to feel part of 
the performance. Teachers agreed that the 
Unicorn workshop improved children’s ability 
to access the production, and gave them a 
sense of involvement in and ownership of the 
story so ‘they already felt part of it and they’d 
explored those characters’ feelings.’

in attempting to pin down the impact upon 
children and the longevity of impact of the 
InteraCT programme overall, teachers were 
asked to reflect on their experiences and  
observations at the end of the project. in many  
cases this was many months after they had 
had any direct involvement with the Unicorn.  
overwhelmingly, responses across all methods 
of data collection were positive. Teachers 
stated the importance of all of the elements 
involved in the programme which included: 
the teacher’s involvement in Unicorn CpD days;  
the Unicorn’s resources for work around the 
production; work subsequently done in class 
to prepare for and follow up the production; 
the performance itself; the Unicorn’s pre or 
post-show workshop. all of these elements 
were deemed to be important and teachers 
found it difficult to prioritise one element over 
the other. There were clear indications that, 
in future, teachers would access resources to 
support theatre visits and enhance curriculum 
learning.

writing

Writing was one of the key areas highlighted 
by teachers as revealing a positive impact of 
involvement in InteraCT. When asked to 
provide evidence of their belief that the  
InteraCT programme had impacted upon 
the children’s learning, the most common 
response was to point to writing outcomes. 
many teachers suggested that they had seen 
improvements in particular children’s writing 
that they did not believe would have occurred

 if it had not been for the school’s engagement 
in InteraCT. Elaine from Deansfield commented:

‘i know that, especially when doing The Three 
Musketeers, if we hadn’t have done that work, 
i’m sure we wouldn’t have produced the quality 
of writing.’

During the post-project interview at Deansfield  
primary school, the teacher noted the ways in 
which being involved in InteraCT had had an 
impact on affective understanding, reasoning 
and critical thinking. For example, teachers 
considered that child K, who found writing  
difficult, had produced writing that ‘has a 
voice and an opinion in it’ and that, in common 
with other children in the class, ‘had really 
empathised in quite a deep way with some 
of those complex characters that actually  
the text doesn’t really tell you a lot about but 
they’ve kind of made that up for themselves.’  
Teachers were often surprised at the quality 
and content of the writing as in this comment 
from michael at Deansfield: 

’actually quite a few of the children i’ve been 
surprised at, you know pieces of writing where 
you go ‘Wow, they’ve really got this’ and i 
think that’s the whole being immersed in the 
thing...’

in the deputy head’s view the willingness of 
children to extend their language register and 
to write in-role from different perspectives 
‘shows a sophistication and commitment to 
the work that means they are working 
at optimum level...’

2 impAct on leArning

‘It’s not like a movie where it’s on a screen, its actual people actually acting it out,  
not on a screen.’

Child, Year 5, st John’s primary

‘It basically grips you in the action of the theatre; it brings you to a new world.’

Child, Year 5, st John’s primary



increase concentration and also motivation

Positive impact
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Children writing in-role as tourists to addis ababa and from the view point of street children as 
part of the work surrounding The Garbage King at st John’s primary school also show evidence 
of the impact of imaginative immersion in the world of the play on writing.   

anonymous teacher comments on post-project questionnaires showed that other schools also 
noticed the impact on writing, particularly amongst those children who found writing difficult:

 ‘it allows the children that aren’t as high flying in their writing to connect with the  
 writing. By doing parts of the play themselves they feel more in touch with the play  
 and understand the characters more.’

 ‘one boy in my class who was very shy and finds writing challenging became desperate  
 to be Lord Buckingham in our assembly. He came out of his shell and performed  
 splendidly. He then wrote a letter in character that was engaging, exciting and  
 motivated.‘

 ‘some of the more passive girls, who often find it hard to participate in discussion or  
 speak out in front of others, were more forthcoming and wrote a better quality letter  -   
 i.e. they had more to say at a deeper level because they had empathised and felt more.’

many of the teachers’ comments related the children’s improvement in writing to their level of 
engagement in the project, which enables children to connect with the writing through feeling 
a part of the story. This seems to relate to the active learning inherent to The Unicorn’s practice 
and the intention of the InteraCT programme to enrich children’s learning through working 
with the teachers.  

Teachers perceived the way children became 
‘very immersed in the learning as a positive 
impact’. Charlotte, deputy head at Holmleigh
primary school, emphasised the impact of 
pre-show work in enabling even those children 
usually less able to focus to engage at a  
high level:

‘i was surprised by their level of concentration 
through both plays because quite a lot of 
the children in my class who get quite bored 
sometimes really focussed well... all the  
children could access the text because of  
the drama work we had done.’

Teachers thought the work around the production 
had several effects, but many spoke about the 
importance of making work meaningful to  
children in the way it contextualized experiences 
and allowed children to explore a subject 
through first-hand experience. During the Teacher’s 
feedback day, the preparatory and follow-up 
work from the resources was again a point  
of discussion: 

sally: ‘it makes it more meaningful for them, 
it helps them understand more’

michael: ‘i don’t think they’d have understood 
the play so well without it...’

Charlotte: ‘They wouldn’t have understood 
some of the issues – for example, about poverty’

michael: ‘...the work that gets done is the 
empathy with the characters...’ 

Comments on post-project questionnaires 
further explore this point: 

‘it [the show plus work around the show]  
allows all children to access activities/learning  
goals and really inspires all the class. all 
children can bring something different  
and succeed.’

‘active participation in dramatic tasks helps 
pupils empathise with the characters of the  
play – who become more real to them. Helps 
pupils reflect on their own lives...’

‘...children are actively involved – therefore  
increase concentration and also motivation...
They are part of children’s valuable memories 
e.g. they will remember seeing a play at the 
Unicorn and doing a workshop months later’.

in such examples, teachers are articulating  
effects that go beyond the kind of learning 
that are part of assessment criteria in schools. 
The impact of seeing a show and embedding 
work around the show into the children’s 
classroom learning has been seen to have a  
wide-reaching impact in many areas and upon 
the level of engagement and commitment 
that is brought to the work. as a teacher at 
John Donne commented on the Teachers’ 
Feedback Day: 

‘They didn’t want to stop, they wanted just to 
carry on and i think they were so well-motivated 
by it all - the final pieces of work were brilliant.’

During a mid-point questionnaire, a teacher 
sums up the overall impact of the InteraCT 
project on children: ‘[it] increases ability to 
connect with learning, deepen understanding, 
make learning concrete... Thus, impact may  
reveal itself in, but is not confined to, improved 
writing outcomes or speaking and listening  
and psHE [personal, social and Health  
Education].’ 

motivation and engagement



adds another layer of understanding
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Teachers are clear that engaging children in 
meaningful and enjoyable experiences will 
have an impact on their willingness and ability 
to learn. it may also have an impact on their 
retention of what they have learned. Teachers 
commented on the degree and depth of recall 
children displayed several months after the 
show, providing further evidence that the 
work had had an enduring impact: 

‘Children were moved and entertained by 
The Garbage King. amazingly enough, nine 
months later (after seeing the play) what they 
remember is astounding. They can still talk 
about characters, plot and personal memories 
of the story in detail and with passion.’

There is also evidence to suggest that working 
in this way can have an impact on children’s 
self confidence and ability to articulate their 
thoughts or engage with learning in a different 
way with ‘different children having the 
opportunity to shine, those children who 
don’t normally participate very much’.  The 
impact of this way of working was noticed 
particularly when it came to enabling less-able 
children to access the work and one teacher 
observed ‘an improved willingness to have a 
go at written texts... improved self esteem – 
greater ‘respect’ from the rest of the class and 
a sense of achievement’ amongst children 
in her class. 

This picks up on a point made by the deputy 
head teacher at Deansfield about how she 
noticed that children who find it hard to order 

their thinking and respond in a clear, focused 
way, seemed to demonstrate a particular 
improvement during their work around The 
Three Musketeers. Teachers at Deansfield had 
worked extensively using and adapting ideas 
from Unicorn resources over a four week 

period with Year 4 children leading up to and 
following on from The Three Musketeers.   

‘i just think that when they access the world  
of a story in lots of different ways... each 
time it adds another layer of understanding... 
and they can make connections from one area 
to another then there is understand going on. 
Then when we do other stories we will be able 
to relate them to theatre that we have seen.’

although there are undoubtedly inherent 
qualities in (good) theatre that encourage  
interest and a sense of enjoyment, tuning  
children in to the show in order to enable them 
to operate at ‘optimum level’ as happened 
at Deansfield, is important. if, as the deputy 
head teacher there has suggested, children 
feel comfortable and can make connections 
between the penultimate and previous work 
in class, their access to learning is heightened; 
this learning then provides a firm basis and 
may be extended and deepened into higher 
level work. This is perhaps most apparent in 
children who struggle to access learning in class. 
Children are encouraged to engage with  
opportunities for learning when they feel a 
sense of ownership of the work, and are  
comfortable enough to access it.

another teacher at Charles Dickens school was  
surprised and impressed by the amount children 
in two different year groups had retained from 
Beauty and the Beast performances and 
accompanying workshops five months after they 
had taken place. During whole class discussions 
she particularly noticed that some of the  
lowest ability children had recalled significant 
amounts and had engaged the most in the 
discussion. interestingly, all of these were 
boys:

‘i noticed during the discussion the children 
who participated the most in the discussion 
were the lowest ability children, in rosie’s 
class the 3 lowest ability in terms of writing... 
The same in my class, the two shyest and two 
of the most reluctant children were the most 
engaged...’

in several other cases teachers commented 
on the impact of the work on the boys in their 
class, in terms of engagement and level of 
work. This is a significant and unforeseen  
outcome, particularly when considered in 
light of the difficulty teachers spoke of in  
engaging boys in literacy work. Teachers  
during workshops on The Three Musketeers 
also mentioned the particular impact they had 
noticed on the boys in their classes. some of 
them ascribed this to the fact that The Three 

Musketeerss, in its fighting and camaraderie, 
appealed to boys, while others cited the active 
learning style taking place in workshops. 

However, this effect was not confined to work 
around The Three Musketeers. The impact seen 
on boys at Charles Dickens primary related to 
the Beauty and the Beast shows and pre/post 
workshops. one teacher in another school 
described a tangible impact of the work on  
The Garbage King on the boys in her class:

‘some of my boys dislike reading fiction and 
when there is free choice always pick factual 
books. after the play we were given books 
by the author and the boys chose to read 
them.’

it is significant that this study shows that some 
of those hardest to engage in traditional  
approaches to teaching appeared to respond 
the most to the approach established 
throughout the InteraCT programme. several 
of these children were inspired by the juncture 
of theatre and drama work and were enabled to 
access other forms of learning (and outcomes)  
at a higher level than they had done before. 
This is a significant result, and one particularly 
relevant to a school system struggling both to 
inspire boys to write and to activate learning 
in the least able pupils. 

empowering children to learn

‘In my class I’ve got 70% with English as an additional language and 50% with special 
needs, and normally they’re that much slower at doing things but because of the drama 
input... I noticed they were doing it much more quickly - it was thoroughly amazing.’ 

Teacher, John Donne primary
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‘When you use your imagination it makes you 
feel you’re in a completely different world and 
for me it makes me dream – it makes me feel like 
I’m dancing in a blue dress.’
InterACT participant on visiting the theatre, Year 5, St John’s Primary



Children became  
confident audience 
members 
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This section of the report looks at statistics and trends that emerged across all six InteraCT 
schools during the research period, reiterates in summary the key findings already discussed, 
and concludes with suggestions for future discussion within the national debate about  
approaches to learning and the arts.

impact on teachers

Teachers were asked to fill in quantitative and qualitative questionnaires assessing the impact 
of their involvement in the InteraCT programme at three points during the project: beginning, 
middle and end. some questions were multiple-choice, some open-ended, and responses at 
the various points were compared. Questionnaires were anonymous and aimed to assess three 
factors:

 • The impact on teacher’s commitment

 • Confidence in working through drama and theatre activities

 • Frequency of drama activities being used in classroom practice

out of the twenty teachers and two teaching assistants who had been given questionnaires  
at the start, midpoint and end point of the project, fourteen returned end-of-project  
questionnaires.

analysis of the mean results of these questionnaires revealed a trend that moves from negative 
towards positive in all three baseline categories. We can conclude therefore that teachers had 
become more committed, developed greater confidence in working with drama and theatre, and  
a more frequent use of these activities in the classroom, particularly around the theatre visit. 

These findings were borne out by the answers invited by the questionnaire’s more open  
questions.

 Teachers revealed a high degree of belief in the value of the InteraCT way of working 
 in open-ended questions. 

 When given the opportunity to give general comments on the InteraCT partnership   
 seven teachers (50% of those surveyed) wrote about improved confidence without  
 being prompted.

 The area of the greatest gain was in the use of theatre and drama activities in the  
 classroom (38.9% gain between pre- and post-project questionnaire results), highlighting   
 tangible impacts on teachers’ classroom practice. 86% (twelve of the fourteen teachers  
 surveyed) described doing activities taken from and building upon the Unicorn  
 resources demonstrated on the CpD days, where very few of them used theatre  
 resource packs previously.

 impact was also seen on teachers’ understanding of how to use and structure drama in  
 the classroom, and how it may be mapped across the curriculum. several teachers  
 described using ideas taken from InteraCT in other curriculum areas and incorporating 
 such elements into their planning.  

Section Four:  
StAtiSticS And trendS

impact on children

Fourteen teachers and one teaching assistant (learning support) observed the Unicorn  
workshops and were asked to choose in advance three case-study children for particular  
observation, although anything else they noticed about the rest of the class was also  
recorded. The children chosen for the case studies by teachers tended to be those who  
had difficulty engaging or learning, or children with English as an additional language,  
although this was not policy and high-achieving children were also included. 

 

alongside workshop observation, a focus group of teachers at Deansfield was interviewed  
pre-, mid- and post-project. Data was also collected through recorded interviews with  
children, the collation of examples of children’s work, a feedback session at the Unicorn  
Theatre and the aforementioned teachers’ questionnaires.

The triangulation of findings from all these sources meant certain trends emerged, pointing  
to several short and long term impacts, including: 

A. children’s access to live theatre

 
Children became confident audience members and many developed 
an enthusiasm for the theatre. many of the children had not been to the 
theatre before, and came from backgrounds that meant they were unlikely 
to have been introduced to the theatre independently. a benefit highlighted 
by teachers was that all children could access the experience, regardless of 
previous ability.  

There were particular comments on the importance of bringing children 
into theatres and theatre facilitators into schools. This exchange and the 
work done in preparation for and following up on the theatre visit, enabled 
children to enter the world of the play, make their mark upon it, and own 
it for themselves. 
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B. children’s development as theatre audience members

 
Feedback from Deansfield school in particular suggests that children’s  
understanding of and competence in discussing live theatre improved  
significantly over the course of the year. The children’s discussions of The 
Three Musketeers showed a sophisticated grasp of and appreciation for 
theatrical convention and modes of representation. Children in all schools 
showed a willingness to engage in complex thinking about the motivations 
of characters and themes of the play and were able to both retain and 
modify their views where appropriate.

c. children’s engagement

 
89% of teachers interviewed noted more engagement from children than 
they were used to seeing, and pointed specifically to increased willingness 
from children to ‘have a go’.

d. children’s confidence

 
83% of teachers noted more confident interaction among the children they 
were observing. They suggested that children were contributing more, and 
more confidently than in other classroom situations. Teachers particularly 
highlighted the impact of InteraCT work on under-confident children, 
allowing them the ‘opportunity to shine’, and as a result improving 
children’s self esteem.

e. children’s behaviour and work

 
72% of teachers noticed one or more of the case study children working 
at a higher level than they had anticipated. 89% of teachers noticed an 
impact on the way children were empathising, 67% of teachers noticed an 
impact on children’s inference/reasoning and 28% noticed an impact on the 
language register the children were using. 
 
post-project interviews with teachers, questionnaires, conversations with 
children and examples of children’s work further substantiated the impact 
on children’s empathic understanding, their ability to engage in inference/
reasoning and complex thought, their speaking and listening skills and writing. 

 

 

F. the engagement, confidence and quality of work of less  
able pupils, children with english as an additional language,  
and underachieving boys

 
Teachers noted a particularly strong impact on children who frequently find 
it difficult to engage in learning within normal classroom contexts. in several 
cases teachers commented on the impact of the work, particularly writing, 
on the underachieving boys, in terms of engagement and quality of work. 
Teachers who had worked on the other plays with their classes also cited a 
particular impact on boys, suggesting the impact was not content-led. 

 
g. children’s retention of learning

 
 
Teachers expressed surprise at the amount and complexity of recall  
demonstrated by the children several months after they had seen the plays. 
They not only recalled details of the production, but also retained complex 
understanding of characters and themes. Children remained eager to 
extend their thinking and demonstrated continuing insight into the 
emotional lives of characters, and the social contexts making up the world 
of the play.
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‘Nine months later, what they remember is  
astounding. They can still talk about characters, 
plot and personal memories of the story in  
detail and with passion.’
Teacher, post-project questionnaire



capturing their  
       imaginations 
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Teachers who took part in this study reported 
that being involved in InteraCT allowed ‘children
to explore a subject through first-hand experience’, 
gave ‘contextualised experiences’ and enabled 
children to work ‘in preparation for real “grown 
up” life’. Crucially, it engaged and motivated 
the children with particular impact observed 
on those children who struggle to engage or 
succeed in more formal classroom contexts. 

The findings in this study bear out previous work  
carried out in this area of education research. 
The idea that when a child is engaged, he or she 
is able to achieve better results and performance 
is not new – it has been researched and  
documented extensively in other reports.  
suárez-orozco and sattin-Bajaj (2010:8)2 for 
example, maintain that engagement is ‘the 
high-octane for teaching and learning. It is the  
antidote to the endemic problem of boredom and  
anomie plaguing many schools. An engaged 
child is fully present: working at the edges of his 
or her competence’. one of the most significant
factors emerging from this research is the depth 
of engagement and the heartfelt responses of 
children. This suggested the work was highly 
meaningful to them, an outcome which was 
further substantiated by the degree of recall 
weeks or months after the shows and workshops. 
Beyond their surprising memory of detail and 
fact, children also recalled complex social and 
emotional dynamics, still spoke about the 
work with interest, were highly involved in  
discussions and showed evidence of continuing 
to pursue learning through building on one 
another’s recollections, ideas and thoughts. as 
Damasio and imordino-Yang (2007:9)3 point 
out, educators need to be aware of this ‘critical 
force’ of students’ emotional connection with 
the work they do and suggest that it is a key 
factor in learning. if children are deeply engaged 
in work, and relate to it in a way that involves 
their emotions, attitudes and core beliefs, then 
the work is likely to have a deep and lasting 
impact.

Dewey (1934:61)4 suggests children enter into 
complete experience, ‘only as they are woven 
as strands into an activity that calls the whole 
self into play’. The research into the Unicorn’s 
InteraCT project points to the children’s 
experience of the theatre visit and work 
around it as an important and memorable 
event; an ‘experience’ as described by Dewey.

The Unicorn model of process Drama strongly 
relates to, and develops further, one of the  
recommendations to improve writing outcomes 
found in the Department of Education and 
skills report, Gender Issues in School (2009:9)5.   
This report advocates techniques which, 
‘incorporate drama, hot-seating techniques or 
the use of images... into pre-writing activity.’ 
This goes some way towards recognising how 
drama can be used to support writing, but 
does not recognise the importance of working 
in an integrated way to enable children to  
create and deepen the context and their  
relationship to it during drama activities.

                             

a significant result, and one particularly relevant 
to a school system struggling both to inspire 
boys to write and to activate learning in the 
least able pupils, is in the impact InteraCT was 
seen to have on underachievers, and particularly 
underachieving boys. at Charles Dickens  
primary, those considered for a variety of reasons 
to have the ‘lowest ability’ not only responded 
the most to the Unicorn interviewer’s questions 
but also recalled the work done in great detail. 
This speaks volumes about their increased 
potential for learning when working in this 
way. This finding has particular significance in  
a climate where boys are continuing to  
underachieve, and there is an increasing 
demand to address the needs of children 
with special Educational needs and English 
as an additional Language. Despite a range of 
evidence about the value of the arts in making 
work meaningful for children, the significance 

Section Five: 
AnAlySiS And concluSion

of this impact remains underappreciated. in  
a study commissioned by the Department of 
Education into how to raise boys’ achievement,  
a holistic approach ‘engaging the whole 
person, emotions, attitudes, deeper personal 
ideas underlying learning’ has been called for 
(Raising Boys’ Achievement, 2005:6)6, yet there 
continues to be a failure to recognise the 
impact of drama and theatre work in doing 
precisely that.

in the current national Curriculum for primary 
schools, drama is placed within literacy, in  
particular in speaking and listening, and has 
been acknowledged as a useful tool in  
developing skills necessary in the acquisition 
of literacy. Drama can be useful in this context. 
However, Catherine greenwood, the Unicorn’s 
Director of Learning and participation, has 
argued that this ‘can often lead to a real 
impoverishment of drama and theatre as it is 

harnessed to instrumental learning rather than 
the power it has to engage children emotionally 
and intellectually, capturing their imaginations, 
giving them the impetus to find out more, to 
investigate meaning, to engage in dialogue with 
perspectives that are different from their own... 
to articulate understanding and to give expression 
to their own view of the world.’

This document is being written at a time of 
change in the government’s priorities and 
policies. as this report goes to print, we are 
still awaiting the results of the government’s 
latest consultation which will include the 
Henley review of Cultural Education. The 
indications are that there will be a hierarchy 
of subjects and that testing, and therefore the 
temptation of ‘teaching to the test’, will prevail, 
despite the detrimental effect highlighted in 
the Cambridge review of Education’s report  
of 2010.

2 suarez-orozco, m. and sattin – Bajaj eds. (2010) Educating the Whole Child for the Whole 

3 immordino-Yang, m. H. and Damasio, a. (2007) We Feel, Therefore We Learn: The relevance of affective and social 

neuroscience to Education. 

4 Dewey (2009) art as Experience 

5 Department for Children, schools and Families (2009) gender issues in schools 

6 Younger, m. Warrington, m et al (2005) raising Boys’ achievement
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commentary & discussion

There is a need for theatre and drama in school. it is not just that work done in schools around 
the theatre visit can teach children about theatre, nor is it that drama as an experience is  
valuable. The findings in this report seem to point very strongly toward a case that drama can 
be powerful as a tool in communicating with children at a deeper level, creating new and 
imagined worlds in which a child can engage with meaning and debate on terms he or she is 
able to determine. Empowering children to learn, by teaching the whole person rather than the 
intellect alone, is clearly a tool that today’s education system and its children desperately need. 
it does not replace traditional learning, but can facilitate it, and, while doing so, teach an  
appreciation for one of our oldest and greatest art-forms.

The findings of this research point to the necessity of working closely with teachers to embed the 
theatre visit into ongoing classroom activity. Working with teachers in partnership can ensure 
that the rich possibilities presented by a trip to the theatre can translate into a wide range of 
classroom activities that support teachers’ curriculum objectives, without diminishing the  
experience itself. The InteraCT programme will be extended under the new Unicorn artistic 
Director purni morell’s leadership to reach many more schools and will include a strand, InteraCT 
Explore, which will develop work with schools that don’t engage in projects of this kind and are 
new to the Unicorn. 

The research has also highlighted how important developing work with teachers is and how it 
can enrich the work of the Unicorn. Future plans include InteraCT Collaborate, where we aim to 
partner with one school over the academic year, developing all resources and teaching materials  
in collaboration with the teachers and children in that school. This partnership will allow for an  
action research model which can follow new ways of working and understandings as they 
emerge within the process. The resources produced in this creative exchange with teachers  
will then be available to all teachers and children who visit Unicorn productions. 
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‘It’s exciting when you’re sitting down in the  
theatre - you don’t know what’s going to happen, 
you don’t know what to expect.’
Child, Year 4, Deansfield Primary
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Appendix two:  
hiStory oF the unicorn theAtre

The Unicorn Theatre began life in 1947 as a mobile theatre, touring around the country under 
the inspired artistic leadership of Caryl Jenner. after fourteen years the Unicorn became resident 
at the arts Theatre just off Leicester square in the heart of London’s theatre-land. The 340-seat 
capacity at the arts gave the company intimacy and flexibility – both ideal for a children’s  
theatre dedicated to innovation. Yet Jenner’s vision was for the Unicorn to find a permanent 
home, an ambition which took over half a century to realize.

in 2005 the Unicorn Theatre for Children opened its new £12.8 million theatre in the London 
borough of southwark, on a site adjacent to Tower Bridge. it is the first purpose-built  
professional theatre for children in the UK. set in the heart of a major riverside redevelopment, 
the theatre contains a main auditorium with a potential capacity of 340 seats, a flexible studio 
that can seat 100 children, a learning space, rehearsal rooms and excellent backstage facilities. 
The architecture draws on the philosophy of the Unicorn’s rich history: child-friendly but not 
childish, dedicated to theatre as an art-form, and committed to raising the standard of theatre 
for children to new heights.          

 The move into the new building was spearheaded by Tony graham, artistic Director of the  
Unicorn Theatre for fourteen years from 1997 to 2011. Tony’s recent departure to become  
freelance marks a new direction for the theatre under the leadership of purni morell, who as  
the seventh artistic Director of the Unicorn states her particular ambition as being ‘to create 
a truly national and international arts centre for, with, by and about children, teenagers and 
young adults aged 2 – 21.’
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Appendix Four:  
InterAct School inFormAtion, 2010-11

Blue Gate Fields Junior School, London Borough of Tower Hamlets

This is a larger than average junior school in Wapping serving a community of high deprivation.  
The vast majority come from asian backgrounds. all pupils speak English as an additional 
language. pupils come from well below average economic backgrounds and the proportion 
entitled to free school meals is very high. Despite these challenges, it is an outstanding school 
in almost all respects. [source: oFsTED report 2006]

 11 classes came to performances 

 5 workshop sessions

 1 class participated in art project

                participating teachers included: salma ali, ann moss, Tracey Whistrand.

John Donne Primary School, London Borough of Southwark

This is a larger than average primary school. The proportion of pupils with English as an additional  
language and from minority ethnic groups is very much higher than usually found. The proportion 
of the pupils who experience difficulties learning the basic skills and/or with emotional problems 
is higher than in most schools. about half the pupils are entitled to free school meals. The school  
performs well, is rated as ‘good’ and prides itself on offering innovative and creative extra-curricular 
activities to pupils. [source: oFsTED report 2009]

 4 classes came to 2 performances

 4 workshop sessions

 2 classes participated in art project

                participating teachers included: angela gale, sally mcgill, sarah Field, sammy Black.

Deansfield Primary School, London Borough of Greenwich

The school is much larger than most primary schools. most pupils are of White British origin and 
there are few pupils who speak English as an additional language. The proportion of pupils who 
are entitled to free school meals is broadly average. ‘Deansfield is a fantastic school with a real 
caring atmosphere and a brilliant ethos’ is how one parent described the school. pupils enjoy 
the rich curriculum and particularly value extra-curricular activities such as the InteraCT project 
offered by the Unicorn. [source: oFsTED report 2010]

 4 classes came to 2 performances

 4 workshop sessions

 1 class participated in art project

 Teachers involved: michael Behan, Joanne gordon, Elaine potter.

Charles Dickens Primary School, London Borough of Southwark 

Charles Dickens primary is a large school situated in a culturally, socially and ethnically very mixed  
community. some areas have very high levels of social deprivation. Close to a half of all pupils 
receive free school meals. most pupils come from Black african heritages and a high proportion of  
pupils speak English as an additional language. over 35 different languages are spoken in the 
school. The school has a strong interest in using the arts to support the curriculum and has 
gained the arts mark gold. [source: oFsTED 2008]

 6 classes came to 2 performances 

 6 workshop sessions 

 Whole year group participated in art project

 participating teachers included: michael Eggerton, sophie alcock, Dee grahams,  
 rosie Chapio, Jemima rhys-Evans.

Holmleigh Primary School, London Borough of Hackney

The school serves a very ethnically-diverse community in Hackney. The proportion of pupils 
taking free school meals is very high. over 90% of pupils are from minority ethnic backgrounds 
and nearly two thirds speak English as an additional language, which is very high. most of these 
pupils begin school with little or no English. The proportion of pupils with learning difficulties is 
average but increases as pupils move up the school. [source: oFsTED report 2008]

 4 year groups came to 3 performances

 4 workshop sessions

 1 year group participated in art project

 1 whole year group (year 2) given additional free tickets in recognition for their  
 participation in the art project

 participating teachers included: Charlotte gaylor, sam rose, Jenny Cox, nessan Quiery.

St John’s Roman Catholic Primary School, London Borough of Southwark 

st John’s roman Catholic primary is smaller than most primary schools. most pupils are of the 
Catholic faith. The proportion of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals is above average. 
over half of pupils come from minority ethnic backgrounds. about a quarter of the pupils speak 
English as an additional language, but few are at early stages of learning the language. pupils 
talk with animation about trips and visitors that often give them experiences they might not 
otherwise have. [source: oFsTED report 2011]

 4 year groups came to 2 performances

 4 workshop sessions 

 15 children from all ages took part in art project (after school group)

 Extra ‘adopt an actor’ session for 1 class – see below

                participating teachers included: Vera Jajechnyk, Jackie macmillan, Emily phipps,  
 Clare Banes, Elizabeth Jack, Eileen phillips.


